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100 Interviews and Creative Writing 
of evaluation. How does one evaluate what is given in a 
book—fiction, poetry—that has a claim to a certain kind of 
status? What is the conceptual framework? We all have some 
evaluative reference. Postmodern critics, the general reader, 
the reviewers for The New York Times share different 
frames. There are shared beliefs on what deserves that claim. 
With a novel, there are attributes of style, qualities of simu-
lacra. Whether it is the conventional notion of realism or 
the newer notion of cultural signifiers, there is a shared be-
lief that these texts matter; they tell us about the culture 
we live in, or they do something with language that is in-
novative, exciting. In an act of evaluation, we ask, what mat-
ters? What does this book signify? In what ways does it 
signify? For me, language matters. Here, I'm talking about 
English. The shape of the sentence, the vocabulary, the 
rhythm of the syntax, the precision of the language choice, 
sequential arrangement, wit. I do not like only one kind of 
writing; I like a range of styles. Language is not separable 
from style or rhetoric or structure. Structure is not separate 
from thematics or from that old-fashioned word, content. 
The first thing that grabs me about a work is its use of lan-
guage. If the work is awkward or dull, even if it treats im-
portant political issues, I find it hard to re-read that work 
with pleasure. 
NM: I want to ask you about theory and your connection with 
theory because you are very much a self-conscious writer. 
For a larger audience, what are the theoretical questions that 
need to be asked today with regard to literature? 
SL: What are the questions that need to be asked and by whom 
about literature? For whom? If you are a book reviewer, it's 
pretty standard: What is this book about? Why does it de-
serve reviewing? What makes it better than those other 
books? What has this writer done in the past, and how does 
this continue or develop or change the trajectory of this 
writer? What is its contribution to the tradition that the re-
viewer has set it in? Reviewers have standard questions to 
cover in conventional book reviews. If you are looking at 
a text in terms of the larger, philosophical issues of Ian- 
Shirley Geok-lin Lim 101 
guage, you have to ask different questions. If you are look- 
ing at the text for more specific socio-linguistic issues, how 
is English used in this text? What does the writer do with 
English that will tell us something about the pluralisation 
of identity? About the ways in which globalization has now 
effected these kinds of societies in the way language comes 
to be imaged differently? That is, there are different ques- 
tions depending on for whom and for what that reading is 
all about. 
NM: So, for an Asian American who has written an autobiog- 
raphy, for the theoretical discourse that is surrounding Shir- 
ley Lim's work—the postcolonial questions— 
SL: Oh dear. [laughter]. What are the important questions to ask 
while one is reading my memoir? Is that what you are saying? 
NM: Yes. 
SL: To use that word locations that you had used earlier, it de- 
pends what location the reader is in. I had certain questions 
in mind when I was writing the memoir. One major question 
was, what kind of memoir did I wish to write? Did I want 
it to be an autobiography? For example, I was very aware 
and I was anxious that the memoir would conclude as a story 
of survival and triumph. Unfortunately, it has been read and 
reviewed as such. I don't like that, but what can I do? But 
I was conscious of that problem, and I tried to avoid it. 
Thus, I was reluctant to write the American part where the 
success and triumph appear, but my publisher insisted I write 
the second half of the life story. 
NM: Is this a personal response to success and triumph? Or is 
this a concern that you have about the genre of autobiog- 
raphy—an American story of success and triumph? 
SL: My ambivalence was not personal; it was a writer's re- 
sponse. It wasn't the book that I wanted to write; I felt that 
I had not thought enough about issues of success. I did not 
believe that I had understood the whole complexity, the com- 
plication of the problem that accompanies what people think 
of as a narrative of success. I could examine that problem 
in a critical manner, but I couldn't write it in my memoir. 
I don't think that my memoir in the second half succeeds 
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gRCu fRlggVCau gRCu _Caf][u pR]u QCgfu =VVu gR]fCu PC`lC\gu LSCau
YSVCfupR]ufRlggVCfu @=AUu=\BuF^agRupRCgRCau=fu=uV=prCauP]Xu
4Cpu <]aUu g]u 2][B]\u ]au =fu =\u =A=BCYSAu P]Yu 9]Ur]u g]u
8=[u 0a=\ASfA]u
53)u :CVVu VCgfu f=ru gR=gu gRCuV=prCau Sfu_CaR=_fuQCggS\Qu =uVSigWCu@Sgu
]Fu gRCu fC\fSgSnSgrgRCuCKCAg]FugRCu SBC\gSgru ]Fu gRCu CqSfgt
C\ACu ]Fu gRCu VSJu ]Fu f]XC]\CupR]u Sfu A]\fg=\gVru \CQ]gS=gS\Qu
XlVgS_VCu AlVglaCfu ]au XlVgS_VCu SX=QS\CBu f_=ACf u ,_=agu P]Xu
RCau a=aCFSCBuCqSfgC\ACY=r@CupCu=aCu\]gu=VVuB]S\QugR=guUS\Bu
]Fu fRlggVS[Qu =VVu gRCu gSYC@lgu S[u VSQRgu ]Fu gR=gu US\Bu ]Fu Cqt
SfgC\ACu R]puB]ur]lu gRS\Uu AlVglaCu SfuCKCAgCBu@rugR=gu fSt
YlVg=\CSgr*u 1fu Sgu =u _Vla=VSfYu kR=gu pCu =AAC_g+u
 ,u gCaXulfCBuF]auflARufSXlVg=[CSgruSfu L]p!u:Cug=VUu=@]lgu
gRCu S\G]aX=gS][=Vu FV]ppCu R=nCu gRCu SVVlfS][u gR=gu gRCu L]pu
]\u gRCu S[gCdCgu Sfu S\fg=[gu @lgu ]lauXCff=QCu Q]Cfu gRa]lQRu =u
R]fgu ]au Q=gCp=ru gR=gu XSQRgu R]VBu Sgu Oau gRaCCu ]auNlau B=rfu
8gTVVugRCaCuSfu=uM]pu]FuS[G]aX=gS]\"u:SgRu=uA]l_VCu]Fufga]UCfu
]Fu =u UCru pCu A=lfCu =u A=_Sg=Vu FW]pu :Cu A]lVBu R=nCu =u FV]pu
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]3L8lg3i]l 3]l QcVl ]i]_8L]	l 5Q_El DKQ53Kl 4O7l O3_FQO3Kl E3f8l
588Ol6E4OD87l ]Ql QcVl FL3DFO4_FQO]lE3f8l588Ol 6E3OD87l18l
E3f8l OQ_l _EQcDE_l _E8QV8_F63KKil 8OQcDEl QOl _EF]l _V3O]BVL3k
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